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Proctor: An Educator Looks at Florida in 1884, A letter of Ashley D. Hurt
AN EDUCATOR LOOKS AT FLORIDA IN 1884
A letter of Ashley D. Hurt to his wife
Edited by SAMUEL PROCTOR
St. James Hotel
Tallahassee, Fla.
July 27th, 1884 1

My darling wife, 2
I came up here yesterday as I told you on Friday I should.
I expected to be entertained by Mr. L’Engle, 3 but when I
met him yesterday, he told me that his wife was very sick
and he could not invite me to his house. So I am at the hotel,
but will go back tomorrow to Lake City, 4 as I cannot afford
to pay board at two places.
The trustees meet here on the 31 - inst. - which is Thursday
- and I shall come back on Wednesday to Tallahassee. It is
only some hundred and twenty or thirty miles, but over a
very dusty road. Well, you don’t care much about descriptions of earth, but as I am more interested in that than in
any other country, I’ll talk about my trip and its concomitants.
I left Lake City at about 11 o’clock in the morning, and we
stopped about every twenty miles with hot boxes, which had
(Ashley Davis Hurt, first president of the Florida Agricultural College,
was a native of Petersburg, Virginia (1834). He was educated at the University of Virginia, the University of Bonn, and received a Ph.D. degree
from the University of Berlin. After serving in the Confederate Navy he
became principal of the Louisville, Kentucky, high school. In the summer of
1884 he was appointed president of the newly established Florida Agricultural College at Lake City. Later he held the chair of Greek in Tulane
University. Dr. Hurt died March 10, 1898. The original of the following
letter was presented to the University of Florida by his daughter, Mrs.
H. W. Robinson of New Orleans.)
1. According to its letterhead, the St. James Hotel was “centrally located,
one block from the Capitol . . . newly furnished and carpeted throughout.”
2. Mary Bruce Johns Hurt.
3. Henry A. L’Engle was State Treasurer in Governor Bloxham’s cabinet,
1881-1885, and was a member of the Board of Trustees of the Florida
Agricultural College.
4. Site of the Florida Agricultural College.
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to be cooled and oiled. Then the engine broke down on one
side and the car I was in caught on fire from a hot box, the
blazing grease and “waste” rising so high. Water from the
tender, however, was brought and the fire was soon put out.
We reached Tallahassee, of course, several hours late - The
road for 50 miles runs through a very uninteresting country,
from L. City to Madison. Here, at the last named place, the
hills began, and from Madison to Ancilla the country is very
fine and interesting. Then it drops off again into the monotone of Florida lowlands until Monticello Junction is reached.
Here it changes again and improves in beauty until Tallahassee is reached, the most beautiful region I have ever seen
in the south. I cannot describe it to you properly, for it is
a changing picture at every turn, but, I believe, there are
few prettier landscapes in the world than the environs of
Tallahassee.
The college ought certainly to have been placed here, and
Lake City only got it by offering $15,000, while Tallahassee
offered 200 acres of beautiful land, her seminary and her
good will. They simply made a big mistake, and the result
will be that the Ag. College of Florida will be absolutely
nothing. I know I am in a swamped boat, but it is too late
to do anything but try to get to land. The trouble is, there
is no money for the college to draw on, and I’m afraid the
Legislature will not appropriate any. The different sections of
Florida hate each other like the Devil, and the day is distant
when one section will vote an appropriation which will benefit
another.
But, to go back to my description. Tallahassee is a city set
on a hill, indeed. Its streets are all of red clay and as hard
as a pavement. Bicycles do finely on the compact roads, and
are a good deal used by the young men. The town has a
dillapidated look with its decaying houses, but a glorious future
is, no doubt, in store for it, as such a country cannot long
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now be kept hid from immigrants. I would consent now to
live a thousand years here and never go away, so beautiful
is it. 5
I took a hack at the depot for a quarter-that is the general
charge all over Florida, and all the hacks and horses are,
more or less, owned by negroes - and found comfortable quarters at this hotel. I washed and dusted myself and then went
to the Capitol to see Mr. L’Engle, the Treasurer of the state.
He soon took me into the Governor’s room and I made the
acquaintance of Gov. Bloxham, 6 a man who is lauded to the
skies by some and damned to the nether world by others,
Mr. Moodie included. I found him a fine talker and, altogether, a very charming man. His head is magnificent and a
finer brow Jove never had. He told me he was prepared to
find a very great man in me, if one half that my friends in
Ky. said of me was true, Willis, 7 Blackburn, 8 and Proctor Knott 9
had written him such commendations of me. You know they
are all so well acquainted with me, that what they say, they
know to be true!
Mr. L’Engle then took me to drive in his buggy behind
one of the best mares I ever saw, and we passed through
beauties I did not imagine were in Florida. The hills are
superb in their greenery, and the corn is just as good as in
Ky. They are pulling fodder now, and, of course, the effect
is not so good as earlier. There are no pines, scarcely, to be
seen, but oaks, hickory, walnut, pecan, and all of immense
size. I saw several specimens of a rare species of cedar named
Torreya, for the botanist Torrey. 10 It is found nowhere in the
5. For a contemporary description of Tallahassee see George M. Barbour’s
Florida For Tourists, Invalids and Settlers (New York, 1882), 79-80.
6. William D. Bloxham, Governor of Florida, 1881-1885 and 1897-1901.
7. Albert Shelby Willis (1843-1897), Congressman from Kentucky (18771887), and first American envoy and minister to Hawaii.
8. Joseph Clay Styles Blackburn (1838-1918), Kentucky Congressman
(1875-1885) and United States Senator (1885-1897).
9. James Proctor Knott (1830-1911) Governor of Kentucky, 1883-1887.
10. John Torrey (1796-1873), distinguished American botanist, who published the earlier portions of Flora of North America, with the assistance
of Asa Gray.
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world except just around Tallahassee, and is as beautiful as
it is rare. The oleanders, cape jasmines, sweet olive, japonicas
and roses are past description, although the people say that
all the flowers are gone. There are orange trees, too, but they
are not at home. The hedges of sweet olive are exquisite, and
crepe myrtle trees in full bloom are too common to notice.
Figs to perfection are seen everywhere, and the largest loquat,
or Japan plums I have ever seen - trees, I mean, as the fruit
ripens in February.
After my drive, I got a good supper and had a large tub
of water brought to my room for a bath, and then enjoyed
the only first rate night’s rest I have had in Florida. There
were no bed bugs, mosquitoes, nor gnats to molest me and
make me afraid, and I slept until 8 o’clock this morning - a
rare thing for me, as I wake up every morning at 3 1/2 o’clock,
when sleep is gone for good.
When I was dressing I found I had forgotten to put up a single
cravat in my valise, and the one I wore yesterday was outrageously dirty with railroad dust. I found an Israelite, however, soon, in whom there is no guile, and soon exchanged
75 cents with him for a stunning scarf, the mildest and gentlest he had, a mixture of yellow, red, black, and blue. I am
ashamed of it, but I apologize for it when I am introduced
to anybody, and say that all nature here is so gay that I
cannot get a garment rich enough. I think the preacher at
the Episcopal church took especial delight in alluding to purple
and fine linen, Solomon and the lilies, just on account of my
cravat. Even the soloist in the choir sang “Behold the lilies
of the field,” and kept her eyes fixed on my cravat, taking it
for a Japan lily or a tiger lily. The preacher gave Talmage a
dig for printing his sermons, because, said he, people stop
going to church (and putting money into the box and the
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plate) when they can read sermons for five cents at home. 11
I have no doubt that in 500 years there will be no more
pulpit oratory - it will be a matter of history only. See if
Mr. Calvert does not agree with me that it has seen its
best days.
Before going to church I took a walk - and passing by a
beautiful place I heard some one call “professor!” It was Gov.
Bloxham, sitting at a window, and he made me come in and
sit until church time, introducing me to his wife, and showing me the protrait in crayon of his daughter who died last
November, just 19 years old. They both seemed broken down
and he told me that this sad calamity determined him to be
no more a candidate for public office, but to practice his profession of the law quietly to the end. His surviving child, a
son, is an imbecile. My visit was delightful, and he begged
me to come often to see him, sans ceremonie. He and his
wife went to the Episcopal church, also. Here, too, I met Ex
Gov. Walker, now circuit judge in the Tallahassee District. 12
He was unanimously elected Gov. just after the war, before
the carpet baggers got into power. He promised to come to
the hotel at 5 o’clock to take me to walk, and did so, taking
me into several houses of his friends on our way. One was
the house of Mrs. Archer and Miss Brown, old ladies from
Fauquier Co., Virginia and sisters of one of Florida’s early
governor’s. 13 Gov. W. is from Oldham Co., Ky., and his father
was from Dinwiddie Co., Va. He showed me many beauties
of Tallahassee, and told me he fought hard to have the Ag.
College located here. I am sorry he didn’t succeed. He then
took me to his house to tea, where I met his wife and a
11. Thomas Dewitt Talmage (1832-1902), perhaps the best-known
Presbyterian minister in the United States during his life-time. Although
his critics called him a pulpit clown and mountebank, thousands admired him and throngs came to hear him preach.
12. David S. Walker, Governor of Florida, 1866-1868, and early proponent
of public school education in Florida.
13. Thomas Brown, Governor of Florida, 1849-1853.

Published by STARS, 1952

5

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 31 [1952], No. 3, Art. 6
AN EDUCATOR LOOKS AT FLORIDA IN 1884

213

Miss Somebody who calls Aunt Matilda Hunt, Aunt Mat. She
has never seen her, nor, indeed, any of the family, but Dick
Hunt, when he studied medicine in Atlanta. Mrs. W. is the
Gov.‘s second wife and has a little child 8 years old who
knows Ethel Allen well. I got some really good coffee for
supper, along with other goodies. They made me eat some
orange blossom honey, drink some scuppernong wine made by
Mrs. W., and drink a glass of Jersey milk from the Gov.‘s fine
cow. With ice it was capital (no pun intended), indeed, bully
(no pun). Everything was elegant and beautiful, and no red
table cloth. Indeed, the bare, well polished table is prettier
for tea than any cloth can be. Sugar figs, too, we had - a small
very sweet variety - peeled and served in glass fig dishes.
The Gov. insisted on piloting me back to my hotel when I
left at 9 o’clock and begged me to come see him often.
Now it is 11 1/2 o’clock and I must go to bed. I expect to
ask Mr. L’Engle for $200 in the morning and then take the
1 o’clock train back to Lake City - Now, I’ve written you a
nice letter, and you must tell me how you like it. If I write
too long and tedious letters, you must say so. God bless you
for your love. Mr. L’Engle says he sent me a letter yesterday
to L. C. from Pewer Valley. Did you write here?
Your devoted husband,
Ash H.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol31/iss3/6

6

